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What's in a name? Choosing kin godparents in nineteenth-century Paris
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In March 1894, the first number of L'Athée (The Atheist) -the journal of the Society of Secular Baptisms and Atheist Propaganda of the Eighteenth Arrondissement (Société du Baptême Civil et de Propagande Civile d'Athéïsme du XVIIIe Arrondissement) -appeared in Paris. The association had previously organised, on 31 December 1893, the first mass celebration of secular baptisms at the House of the People (Maison du Peuple) at 47 rue Ramey, in the eighteenth arrondissement.
1 The 5 April 1894 number featured an article by the editor-in-chief, Albert Létrillard, defending this practice, which had been attacked by the conservative newspaper Le Temps. They condemned the 'silliness of the inventors of an anticlerical liturgy, which claims to compete with another type of liturgy'. Létrillard's central argument posited a distinction within the idea of 'baptism' between, on the one hand, the sacramental element and the aggregation of the Catholic faith, and on the other hand, the 'purely secular' notion, which involved choosing a godfather and a godmother to 'watch over their little one', 'protect him', 'take an interest in him', 'if need be, take the place of the parents'. Responsibility of which 'in Paris at least' was 'vital' and 'essential' for the 'cream of society' (gens du monde). This socialist atheist knew the depth of religious indifference and anticlericalism present in the Parisian working classes at the end of the nineteenth century. He concluded that the power of the Church would be further diminished if it was possible to bypass the services it offered, that is control of rites of passage and major family celebrations. For him, godparents were a normal, secular need, and the ceremony of secular baptism was the best way to express this -he allowed that it could be called the 'rite of godparenthood' (fête du parrainage) in order to avoid any misunderstanding: ask several people who I have in mind if they agree to offer me this service. If they answer that they are happy to do so, this willingness should be satisfactory for me, because I know them to be honest people. However, it's important for me to make the occasion a solemn one, with a ceremony that is imaginative enough to brand the memory of participants, and even with a public act to keep trace of it. (L'Athée, 5 April 1894: 1)
Although secular baptisms were never more than anecdotal in the Paris of the Third Republic (Lalouette, 1997: 370-1), it is interesting that in a city noted during this time for the religious indifference of its working classes and where the relative number of baptisms fell sharply after the 1870s (Boulard, 1971) , the advocates of a radical struggle against the Church remained convinced of the legitimacy of godparents, to the extent of creating a secular substitute for the traditional Christian forms. Of course, they had a different vision from that of the Church. They clearly refused the notion of 'spiritual kinship' and rejected the idea that the primary responsibility of godparents was to keep their godchildren within the faith into which they were baptised and to participate in their religious education. A promise that Létrillard ironically argues was 'verbal, rarely kept, and therefore nearly no one, in Paris at least, cares about'. Nevertheless, Létrillard and socialist leaders who supported his activities by personally participating in such ceremonies -for example, Clovis Hugues, Marcel Sembat and Jules Guesde -were certain about the social utility of godparents and their social importance, especially within the Parisian working classes.
This article in L'Athée is obviously not the only text that suggests that godparents in nineteenth-century Paris were a significant social institution and of weight in family relations, social reproduction, personal histories and general social interchange. There is the example of the etiquette manuals of the time, prescribing bourgeois norms and detailing the practice of how to choose godparents and their role. It is interesting to note the contrast between the importance given to the practice of choosing godparents in Paris and the scarce interest of scholars in this phenomenon. Certainly, godparenthood was not as important as the institution of marriage, which has stimulated an exponentially greater amount of research. Godparenthood is a weak tie, which since the French Revolution of 1789 no longer has a legal standing in France. For example, spiritual kinship cannot be invoked to prevent a marriage. Its force is entirely moral and therefore supple and delicate. But that is hardly a reason to limit examining the phenomenon to rural areas, as has largely been the case up until now in an area of study dominated by historical anthropologists working on traditional peasantry (Zonabend, 1978; Fine, 1984) .
This chapter is intended as an initial reconnaissance of the social importance of godparenthood in French modern urban society, centred on the role of kinship in the selection of godparents. This investigation touches on
